Molecular diagnostics for the detection of human flavivirus infections.
Flaviviruses constitute a genus of viruses that are important etiologic agents of human disease, causing clinical disease ranging from fever to severe manifestations, such as encephalitis and hemorrhagic fever. Serology is presently the most frequently used means of diagnosing flavivirus infections. However, other diagnostic tests may be employed, such as molecular detection, virus isolation and antigen-capture procedures. The applicability of the latter three diagnostic procedures can be expected to vary depending upon the infecting flavivirus, as some flaviviruses, such as dengue, display high and long-term viremias, whereas other flaviviruses produce no, or barely detectable, viremias. Molecular diagnostic techniques have been successfully applied to the diagnosis of flavivirus infections and have the advantage of rapidity, sensitivity and specific identification of the infecting virus. However, it is important to ensure that the right detection tools are employed (for example, appropriate primers and probes to detect the specific virus) and that the laboratory maintains a high proficiency in their testing procedures. Some of the studies that have been employed in the diagnosis of flavivirus infections are reviewed in this article. It seems that there is the potential to develop testing algorithms that successfully employ molecular diagnostics alone or in conjunction with other laboratory techniques for the diagnosis of acute human flavivirus infections.